Creating customer value is a managerial priority. The role of executives is to choose what type(s) of customer value to propose to customers in the form of a customer value proposition (CVP). The decision is a complex one, because executives have to compare and weigh concrete, measurable elements alongside abstract, subjective ones. The purpose of this paper is to identify themes relating to the use of the pairwise comparison method (PCM) as a tool for prioritizing customer value dimensions from the perspective of retail executives. As a result, this paper first highlights examples of PCM outputs, and second, identifies four themes that capture executive views of the PCM.
Introduction
The trick is to make informed trade-offs… (Campbell & Whitehead, 2014, p. 1) Retailing executives strive to understand different aspects of consumption behavior so they may make largescale, long-term strategic decisions regarding key resources and processes such as locations, branding, and store concepts. Consumers' shopping and buying decisions in retailing cannot be simplified down to price or location alone, since consumers also search for things like social interaction, self-affirmation, and experiences in their shopping [1] . The concept of customer value captures the full spectrum of consumer behavior, including both concrete, measurable competitive aspects (e.g., price, quality, location, and opening hours) as well as abstract, M. Yrjölä 2 subjective elements such as atmospherics, play, and consumption meanings. Customer value is seen as a driver of both customer satisfaction and loyalty, which is why it has found its place on the executive agenda [2] . Indeed, the executives' role is to identify, evaluate, and choose how their offering relates to the creation of relevant customer benefits and the minimization of important customer sacrifices, that is, they decide what type(s) of customer value they propose to their customers in the form of a customer value proposition (CVP).
Choosing a CVP is a complex decision, because executives have to evaluate and compare concrete competitive elements with abstract ones. They have to identify the relevant aspects on which customers base their decisions, find a way to weigh the importance of these dissimilar decision criteria, and finally select the most important ones as priorities. Retailers recognize that soft criteria, such as atmospherics and self-expression, play an important role in consumption, but find it hard to compare them with more concrete competitive criteria such as price or opening hours. This paper adopts the pairwise comparison method (PCM) to elicit executive priorities regarding customer value dimensions, because it has been found useful in comparisons of more subjective criteria against more objective ones [3] . The PCM can be used in evaluating and calculating the relative importance percentages for a set of decision criteria, but it has not been previously used in a decision setting involving customer value.
To investigate how retail executives prioritize customer value dimensions as a basis for their future CVP, the PCM is applied in a shopping center setting. In this setting, the center's overall value proposition is heavily dependent on the mix of stores present in the center, since the stores affect how customers perceive the shopping center [4] [5] . Finn and Louviere found that over 70 percent of variance in consumer perceptions of shopping center image was accounted for by the tenant stores in the center [5] . For instance, the presence of a discount store was associated with significantly weaker perceptions of quality, wide selection, good service, and latest fashions, but a stronger perception of low prices of the overall shopping center [5] . That is why the executives responsible for the shopping center must evaluate how the store mix contributes to the center's overall customer value proposition.
The purpose of this paper is to analyze how retail executives utilize the pairwise comparison method (PCM) as a tool for prioritizing customer value dimensions. The respondents include a large retailer's executives and partners. Together, the group represents the retailer's shopping destinations and shopping centers that comprise both the retailer's own chains (e.g., groceries, appliances, clothing) as well as partnering chains (e.g., fashion, services, electronics). As explained above, each store present in a shopping center contributes to the center's overall CVP in some way, so highlighting individual priorities will serve the group of executives in developing the shopping center further. To uncover how executives of different retail chains operating in the same destination prioritize customer value dimensions, the PCM is applied. After making the paired comparisons individually, the executives discussed their views on the method.
The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides the theoretical background focusing on customer value and the CVP. In section 3, the methodological approach is discussed. Section 4 presents the findings, identifying how executives view the PCM and illustrating how the PCM results can spur strategic discussion. Finally, section 5 comprises a discussion section and presents the conclusions.
Theoretical Framework

Customer Value Proposition
The customer value proposition is a managerially-oriented concept used to position the company in the market in terms of customer value [6] . A CVP positions the company relative to the competition by answering the questions: "Who is the target customer?", "Why should the customer buy it?", and "What are we selling?" ( [7] , pp. 107-108). A CVP thus specifies the differentiating benefits and sacrifices related to an offering. It is important to focus only on competitive elements on which the company equals or outstrips the performance of its rivals [8] . These types of decisions involve multiple trade-offs for companies as simultaneously investing in all types of customer value is rarely possible or even wise. Therefore, prioritization is a requirement of developing a CVP.
The CVP ties the customer and company perspectives together for value creation and the creation of competitive advantage [6] . Ideally, the CVP represents the complete customer experience in terms of what the customer considers to be relevant value-creating benefits [9] . An efficient CVP helps customers compare and categorize the offering in relation to the competition, for example, when they divide offerings into groups they like and do not like. To help customers make these comparisons, a CVP should concentrate only on one or two differentiat-ing elements that resonate with the targeted customer segments [8] . Thus a competitive CVP is one that attracts and serves targeted customer segments.
Beyond its role as a positioning device, the CVP also orients the company to focus on delivering the customer benefits articulated in the CVP. The competitiveness of a CVP should be evaluated on how well company resources and competencies suit the delivery of the promised value [6] . The CVP should therefore reflect business model areas where the company can create a competitive advantage [10] . A price-driven value proposition, for instance, could be based on economies of scale. The choice of the type of customer value to include in a CVP carries major implications for retailers in areas such as segmentation, training, concept development, branding and marketing communications. For example, a price-driven retailer will provide services and applications that enable its customers to compare prices and save money in delivery charges, whereas an experience-oriented retailer will offer services that inspire customers with ideas and stories [11] .
Choosing Customer Value Dimensions for Comparison
The development of a CVP can be characterized as a choice of one or more main types, or dimensions, of customer value. To investigate how retail executives evaluate, compare, and prioritize these customer value dimensions as a basis for their future CVP, the PCM is applied. The first step in the PCM process is to choose the decision criteria for the comparisons. Therefore, a literature review was conducted to identify relevant customer value dimensions. It should be noted that making the paired comparisons is a cognitively demanding task. As the number of criteria increases, the number of required comparisons grows rapidly [12] . A high number of pairwise comparisons can lead to information overload, threatening the quality of the final decision. Thus, either the number of compared decision criteria should be limited, or the researcher needs to find ways of handling incomplete data [12] . As a rule of thumb, the number of compared priorities should preferably be restricted to a maximum of seven [13] . Adding more priorities results in a greater number of comparisons, and this cognitive strain can lead to great inconsistencies in responses. Therefore the aim of the literature review was to reach a limited set of value dimensions that characterize the most relevant aspects of customer value without serious overlap.
Customer value is a customer's subjective evaluation of the positive and negative consequences of owning or using a product or service, "the ultimate reason that people buy what they buy" ( [6] p. 621; [14] [15] ). It is a multidimensional construct, reflecting both utilitarian/economic and psychological/hedonic benefits and sacrifices related to a firm's offering [2] [6] [15] - [18] . There are numerous ways of further categorizing customer value dimensions, such as from more concrete and objective to more abstract and subjective or from more transaction-centered to more interaction-centered [18] - [22] . Following Rintamäki et al. [6] , this paper conceptualizes customer value as consisting of economic (focus on price), functional (focus on solutions), emotional (focus on customer experience), and symbolic (focus on meaning) dimensions ( Table 1) . They capture the relevant dimensions of customer value without serious overlap between dimensions.
Economic customer value relates to customer perceptions of an offering's price [2] . Some customers make purchase decisions based solely on price, and such consumers are either unable or unwilling to spend the amount necessary to acquire higher quality products or services. However, these customers might be willing to sacrifice time and effort (i.e., functional value) to obtain the best price. Some other consumers look for the best relation between quality and price, and will upgrade to a more expensive product if they perceive the quality increase to outweigh the price increase [6] . Thus, economic value is defined as "the lowest price or the best tradeoff between quality and price" ( [6] , p. 627).
Functional customer value is related to convenient shopping solutions that minimize the customer's functional sacrifices such as time, physical effort, and cognitive strain [19] . A product is perceived as having functional value, if it is well-equipped to perform its intended function [14] . For retailers, functional value is created when the retailer offers products that meet its customers' needs, help customers make the right decisions, and orchestrate a convenient shopping solution [6] [23]- [25] . Here, functional value is defined as "finding the right products with as little time and as little physical and cognitive effort as possible" ( [6] , p. 627).
Emotional customer value is related to the experiential aspects of shopping. Following Sheth et al., we define emotional value as the "perceived utility derived from an alternative's capacity to arouse feelings or affective states" ( [14] , p. 161; see also [6] ). For customers appreciating emotional value, the shopping experience becomes an end valued in its own right [19] [20] . Emotional value emphasizes the role of the store environment and atmosphere, including the use of visual, auditory, and olfactory cues, and personal service [26] [27]. Symbolic customer value is related to the self-expressive aspects of consumption [6] . Flint sees symbols as "special kinds of social objects that stand for something; they have meaning and when used are intended to convey a shared meaning to a receiver, who incidentally can be oneself (i.e., self-communication)" ( [28] , p. 352). Symbols and symbolic value are in play when buying, using, or owning a product represents something other than the product's obvious function [6] . We follow Rintamäki et al. in defining symbolic value as "positive consumption meanings that are attached to self and/or communicated to others" ( [6] , p. 629). Symbolic value is thus created when customers choose a brand or a retailer that is socially interpreted as enhancing the positive image of themselves. Even products traditionally seen as purely utilitarian can be purchased for their social, symbolic value [14] . While symbolic benefits are related to positive consumption meanings such as confidence and status, symbolic sacrifices relate to negative consumption meanings that can result in feelings of shame, or that conflict with self-image.
Methodology
The PCM as a Tool for Uncovering Executives' Views and Preferences
There are numerous ways of eliciting opinions from executives on the importance of decision criteria. They could simply rank the relative importance of the customer value dimensions; however, this approach has been criticized because it is too abstract and often results in inconsistencies [29] . The executives could also express their views using traditional five-or seven-point Likert scales, which would yield importance weights for the criteria [30] . Nonetheless, in this type of setting, they may evaluate many or even most priorities as important, which would not facilitate strategic discussion [31] . As a third option, executives could be asked to distribute points (usually 100) across the decision criteria, but this approach might also result in little variance in perceived relative importance [30] . As a fourth option, they could compare each criterion against each other one in a series of pairwise comparisons. Based on these comparisons, the relative importance weights for the criteria could then be calculated. This last option, called the PCM, is used in this paper since it provides more information than the other methods and does not suffer from the same limitations [32] . Furthermore, the PCM suits executive decision making for a number of other reasons. First, making comparative judgments is easier than making absolute judgments of each criterion's importance [33] [34] . Second, the inputs for PCM can include subjective concepts such as customer value. Third, the PCM can be used with a variety of other decision-making methods [3] .
The PCM is adopted to reveal customer value priorities in positioning a retail chain. The dimensions of customer value (i.e., economic, functional, emotional, and symbolic value) represent the criteria on which to base the positioning decision. As Saarijärvi, Kuusela, and Spence ( [35] , p. 637) observe: "In comparison to other methods that often return little variance in perceived importance, PCM offers more information." The PCM uncovers three types of information: first, it provides the rankings of the compared priorities (i.e., which is the most important priority), second, it provides the relative weights of the priorities, and third, it assesses how consistently the comparisons were made. The PCM is thus a suitable method for identifying how executives view the relative importance of decision-making criteria. It has been widely used in many disciplines, often as a part of the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) [13] [33] [34] [36] . The business literature shows AHP has been used M. Yrjölä 5 in various decision-making situations such as media selection [37] , marketing-driven business strategy design [38] , product portfolio decisions and new product concept evaluation [39] .
The Data Generation Process
The data generation process comprised five phases (Figure 1) . First, the decision problem was formulated-focusing on using the PCM for prioritization and decision making (see [3] for a review of the different approaches used with the PCM and AHP). Second, a literature review was conducted to identify and select customer value dimensions for comparison. Third, two pilot sessions with students were used to test the PCM answer sheet and rehearse for the actual data generation. Based on these steps, some small changes were made to the questions and definitions given to the participants. Fourth, the data was generated as part of a large retailer's seminar for a group of its executives and partners. The executives are responsible for the development of the retailer's shopping destinations and shopping centers that consist of both the retailer's own chains (e.g., groceries, appliances, clothing) and partner chains (e.g., fashion, services, electronics). The partners were executives from retailers that operate in the shopping centers.
In the beginning of the fourth phase, the participants attended a presentation on customer value and its four dimensions. Definitions for each customer value dimension were given both as part of the presentation and as a handout ( Table 1) . Participants were encouraged to ask questions if something remained unclear, and they were asked to write down what each customer value dimension meant in their specific business context. This was done in order to facilitate thinking and enabling the respondents to complete the pairwise comparisons. A summary of executives' context-specific translations of customer value is shown in Table 2 . Then, the pairwise comparison method was explained to the participants and the comparisons were made. Again, respondents were encouraged to ask questions if they felt anything was unclear. The instructions for making the comparisons were given both orally and in written form. The pairwise comparisons were gathered using a standard interval scale shown in Figure 2 . The scale has been documented to have robust psychometric properties and has been extensively used since its introduction in an AHP setting [34] [40] [41] . The decision task was to evaluate which dimensions of customer value were priorities for their retail chain in the future. The form consisted of comparisons for each customer value pair (six comparisons in total). Before the fifth phase, the participants were asked to answer three additional questions after completing and submitting the pairwise comparison form. This was done to help the respondents discuss their views regarding the PCM by comparing it to these other methods. In these questions, the problem presented to the participants was exactly the same, but the method of response was different. First, the participants were asked to rank the different dimensions of customer value based on their importance. Second, the participants were asked to distribute 100 points among the value dimensions. And third, the participants evaluated each dimension's importance on a 5-point Likert scale.
Finally, in the fifth phase, a group discussion was conducted on the PCM and the prioritizing of customer value dimensions. The whole session lasted nearly two hours. The participants were encouraged to engage in a group discussion on the qualities of the PCM as a strategic tool. Later, the interview recording was transcribed and analyzed along with notes made by the researcher during data generation.
Analysis
After data generation, customer value preferences for each participant were derived from the pairwise comparison. Then, inconsistencies in the pairwise evaluations were calculated. In the context of the PCM, inconsistencies refer to a participant's conflicting comparisons. There should be transitivity of preferences as well as agreement on the strength of directionality (e.g., if a < b and b < c, then a should be <c). In reality, some level of inconsistency often arises. The level of inconsistency is therefore calculated for each set of comparisons. Achieving less than 10 percent inconsistency is considered very good [39] . Consistency ratios of the pairwise comparisons are summarized in Table 3 . 
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Eight sets of pairwise comparisons were made and five of them achieved an inconsistency level of 10% or less. Using a technique developed by Saaty [13] , the inconsistent responses were adjusted in an attempt to reach an acceptable inconsistency level. This was executed by comparing pairwise comparisons with each priority's eigen value to identify the most inconsistent judgment and then adjusting that value. Thus, response G obtained acceptable consistency. However, two responses remained highly inconsistent. Normally the respondents would be asked to complete their survey forms again, but this was deemed unnecessary, since the data were already quite rich and the executives are time-constrained.
The group discussion data and researcher notes were analyzed using a qualitative approach. As a result, the data were categorized into four themes: contextually dynamic, comprehensiveness, preference-elicitation, and feedback on consistency. In the next session, the findings are discussed.
Findings
Using the PCM to Identify Executives' Views
Saarijärvi et al. explain that the PCM can identify executives' opinions regarding their relative priorities as well as the inconsistencies of such preferences [35] . Here, the PCM is used to identify which customer value dimensions were seen as priorities and how the opinions varied between respondents. The objective is to demonstrate how the PCM results can fuel strategic discussion regarding the shopping center positioning.
The PCM data analysis began by deriving the actual relative weights resulting from the pairwise comparisons. The weights were calculated utilizing the eigenvector method, which is widely used with the pairwise comparison matrix [42] . These relative weights, organized by customer value dimension, are shown in Figure 3 . For each respondent, the evaluations add up to 100%. From the figure, it is apparent that opinions vary regarding the relative importance of economic and functional dimensions. At the same time, only respondent B views emotional value as unimportant, and only respondents E and G see symbolic value as a priority.
Examining Figure 3 , the PCM reveals the one or two top priorities of each respondent while clearly highlighting the value dimensions with low relative weights. Emotional value clearly emerges as a priority for all but one respondent. Economic customer value, in turn, is not seen as a priority by most of the respondents. It is however, the number two priority for two respondents. This suggests that respondents were not keen on positioning themselves first and foremost as a cheap brand or a discount retailer. In the group discussion, the respondents expressed the opinion that focusing on economic value would not constitute doing profitable business:
I 
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In the quoted excerpt above, economic value is abandoned in favor of experiential shopping, exemplified by emotional customer value. While some respondents perceived economic value as important, they also acknowledged the challenges in creating it. One respondent answered bluntly: "The concept is currently unable to create economic customer value." Other respondents also noted that their price level was above average, but emphasized that they are not competing on price:
Like Organizing the data around the respondents makes isolating their different views a relatively simple task (Figure 4 ). These differences appear as vertical deviations in each line, so the more horizontal a line is, the closer the respondents' opinions regarding the relative importance of that customer value dimension. For economic value, for instance, respondents C, D, E, and G all rank it as unimportant with the relative weight being below 10 percent, while respondents A and B both see it as their second priority. Functional value, in turn, is seen as important by three respondents, and unimportant by three. Interestingly, emotional value is ranked as the top priority by five respondents, while one respondent views it as relatively unimportant. For symbolic value, only two respondents rank it as important.
Executives' Views of the Pairwise Comparison Method
The overall reception of the PCM was positive. In the discussion, the executives told the researcher that the PCM form was straightforward to answer, although the decision problem itself was perceived as difficult. The executives' perspectives on the PCM are next discussed through four themes: contextually dynamic, comprehensiveness, preference-elicitation, and feedback on consistency ( Table 4 ). 
Contextually dynamic
Most respondents perceived the method as a simple tool that could be useful and relevant in their own decision making. As one respondent notes: "It is easy to imagine that a method such as this pairwise comparison could be used as a helpful tool in many situations. I feel we should use tools like these." When asked to elaborate on the situations in which they could use the PCM, the respondents suggested the PCM could be used as a part of prioritizing, strategy-making, or as a basis for strategic discussion:
These types of value-related judgments and goals that we're making now, these would definitely be useful for us to use. At least in our company. Executives felt the method and the decision task were relevant to them, since in the course of their strategic work they had to make value-related judgments and take different viewpoints into account. Many reported that they could relate to the method and the customer value dimensions:
When The approach used here succeeded in capturing the relevant decision criteria and structuring the decision in a way that mirrors the actual discussion around developing positioning for a shopping center. However, it should be highlighted that the perceived usefulness of the PCM/customer value approach was specifically related to future-oriented, strategic decision problems. The respondents felt that other, more short-term, decision problems could be solved using traditional economic analysis.
Comprehensiveness A second theme emerging from the discussion was the comprehensiveness of the method. Respondents felt they needed to concentrate on filling in the PCM form. They reported feeling that they had to "ponder about things more than in the other form" and acknowledging that "your thoughts go further as you fill more of these." This was seen as a major benefit of the approach. Others responded with similar thoughts:
Somehow Related to the above comments, respondents also recognized that they had to explore previously ignored relationships between certain criteria. By having to explicitly compare each pair of criteria, respondents perform a more thorough evaluation of their importance. A "faster type of ranking" might easily lead to a ranking based solely on a vague overall assessment, or one dimensional comparison of the criteria. On the other hand, comprehensiveness can also be a demerit if too many criteria are offered for evaluation, as described in the methodology section.
Preference-elicitation
Making choices is often difficult, especially when there are several dissimilar options, as was the case here. The PCM breaks the multiple-option problem down to a series of pairwise comparisons, which are easier to make. The respondents emphasized that the method forces the respondent to make trade-offs between the priorities:
You have to make a choice. Of course you can always put all of the crosses in the middle of the line, but then you're lying to yourself. You have to value some options more than the others, and that shows in the end result.
The executives were strongly averse to assigning the value of 1 on the scale. Indeed, one respondent noted that "in real life, rarely are any two things of even value." Because respondents rarely evaluate alternatives as being of equal importance, the PCM will yield fairly large differences between the priorities, which in turn might aid decision making.
Feedback on consistency
As mentioned in the methodology section, applying the PCM also involves calculating the degree of incon- 
Discussion and Implications
Outlining the Contribution
This paper adopts the pairwise comparison method to offer a new perspective on evaluating customer value propositions. The purpose of this paper is to analyze how executives utilize the pairwise comparison method (PCM) as a tool for prioritizing customer value dimensions. Using the multidimensional customer value concept and prioritizing the customer value dimensions with the PCM, it was possible to uncover executive preferences on different ways of creating customer value. Eight executives representing a large retailer and its partners made pairwise comparisons of customer value dimensions to uncover which value dimensions they viewed as priorities for future positioning. After completing the pairwise comparisons, the group discussed how the respondents viewed the PCM approach in relation to strategic decision making. As a result, four themes capturing the executives' perspectives on the PCM were identified: contextually dynamic, comprehensiveness, preference-elicitation, and feedback on consistency.
This paper aims to make a contribution in a number of ways. First, the study departs from other PCM or AHP studies by using a rather simple, future-oriented decision task. This is because the PCM is viewed more as a discussion-facilitating strategic tool than a method resulting in ready-to-use resource allocation percentages. Indeed, the PCM is useful in highlighting differences in executives' opinions as well as providing feedback on how consistent their views are. In the illustrative example described above, for example, there is considerable agreement that emotional customer value is important for almost all of the retail chains operating in the same retail destination. On the other hand, disagreements were evident regarding other customer value dimensions. For a group of executives, however, disagreements can act as a valuable resource, because the group and the individuals will be aware of more aspects, perspectives, and alternative courses of action [43] - [46] . Being aware of these issues, the group can discuss them, if necessary hire consultants, and collect more information on the problem, which might ultimately improve the quality of decisions [43] .
Secondly, the PCM is seen as a viable tool for executives, since it is easy to understand the basic principle through which the comparisons are made and the weighting in terms of importance is calculated (e.g., the theme contextually dynamic). Although the mechanism is simple, the task of making the comparisons is cognitively demanding, which was seen as a benefit by the respondents (e.g., comprehensiveness). The method imposes structure on a decision problem and makes the respondents think about relationships between criteria they might otherwise ignore. They have to make trade-offs (Skinner, 1969) , and the process of making those trade-offs is of value to the executives (preference-elicitation). Additionally, the PCM provides feedback on consistency, which was perceived as useful in reducing decision bias.
Third, the paper sheds light on the possible ways of using the PCM in practice. In the respondents' view, the PCM is most suitable for situations involving strategic, abstract, and future-oriented problems, where instead of financial analysis the executives have to rely more on their preferences, intuition, and subjective evaluations. The PCM was seen as a supportive tool for a group decision setting where it is important to make everyone's preferences visible (Figure 5) . For a customer-oriented organization, the PCM could be used to uncover customer value priorities on different levels of the organization, in that it might reveal whether executive, manager, and employee priorities are aligned. In addition to decisions regarding the CVP, the PCM, combined with other managerial tools, could be valuable in evaluating and prioritizing a variety of strategic issues such as new busi- ness opportunities, company values, and markets. The PCM can also add strength to other decision-making methods that require preference judgments for their inputs [3] . As Raghubir et al. write, one function of metrics is to convert "distinct decision alternatives that are initially incomparable into a set of consequences scaled on desirability so that it is possible to evaluate and contrast different alternatives" ( [47] , p. 69). Here, the PCM can help in "turning intangibles into value" ( [47] , p. 69).
Study Limitations
A few limitations in the research setting were identified. First, the compared priorities (here, the four dimensions of customer value) need to be defined unambiguously to reach a shared understanding of what constitutes a given priority. This is a demanding condition considering the complex nature of the customer value concept. This was achieved by providing the respondents with pre-defined, theory-based explanations of each customer value dimension. Each value dimension was discussed in a group setting and questions regarding it were answered. In the second phase of data generation, the participants were also encouraged to write down specific examples of how each value dimension was understood in their business context. Second, the role of the specific business context should not be underestimated. For instance, this study investigated how a group of executives would prioritize customer value in their own context and retailers not representing a shopping center or shopping destination context might not prioritize emotional customer value. Future studies could utilize the same customer value/PCM setting in different contexts to investigate whether similar patterns emerge. Would industrial organizations focus more on the utilitarian dimensions of value, for example? Is the variance among the priorities linked to cognitive diversity among the executives [43] 
